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The Good Catholic
by James Jay Egan
On Sunday evening we rode to mass on mo
torbikes. Miss Thuy took me on hers, the Ameri
can expatriate and his Vietnamese wife rode to
gether and Miss Ngoc rode alone on her motor
bike because her husband was living in the prom
ised land. The church served up masses from the
darkness of the early morning through the bright
ness and heat of the day and into the darkness of
late evening.
We arrived at the church early so we could find
a place in the pews. The previous mass was letting
out and we waited in the crowded street on our
motorbikes as the people emptied out of the church
yard. the street filling with motorbikes, cyclos and
bicycles. The Catholic Vietnamese emptied out,
and dispersed again among the Vietnamese who
were not Catholic but sold their wares in the alleys
alongside the barricaded churchyard, or who lived
in the shanty-town around the church. The Viet
namese who were not Catholic, eyed the Catho
lics and stared at the foreigners who occasionally
came to the church, which on this evening con
sisted only of myself and the American expatriate
who was a good Catholic.
The congestion in front of the churchyard was
made worse because a paraplegic had allowed him
self to be laid in the exact middle ot the church
yard gate. He was deposited comfortably on a reed
mat in the middle of the main gateway of the
churchyard. His family must have laid him there
while the previous mass was in assembly. This was
a very clever way for him and his family to beg. I
had never seen a beggar pull this trick before. No
one made a move to remedy the problem of con
gestion he caused. So as the previous mass ended
and the Vietnamese Catholics on their motorbikes
and bicycles, and some on foot, emptied out of the
churchyard they eased their way around him, pay
ing no attention to this clever paraplegic, neither

looking at him with pity for his condition nor scorn
fully out of the fuss he was creating.
I dismounted from Thuy’s motorbike and when
the churchyard emptied of the earlier mass I walked
in among the next mass, easing alongside the place
where the paraplegic was laying. I tried to discern
how much money he was bringing in. On the dirty
reed mat upon which he was distorted there were
some Vietnamese bills. I saw a 1,000 ong note and
three 500 ong bills. That would be 2,500 Viet Nam
ong, and inside the churchyard I did the math in
my head and figured it was the equivalent of six
teen cents. That seemed wrong and I did the calcu
lation again in my head and this time came up with
thirteen cents. I couldn't accept the discrepancy,
so I thought about it again from all angles, but then
Thuy came up to me and took my arm and we went
into the church.
My acquaintances had parked the motorbikes
in the rope corral inside the walls of the church
yard. and in the church together we found seats in
the middle and a little to the front. The pews of
course were hard and flat and beautifully fashioned
of some good Oriental lumber. Upon sitting I
looked at the dark wood of the pews and thought
of the golden color of fresh cedar paneling, and
then of the gray color of cedar wood exposed to
the elements. As I began to relax I tried very hard
to recall the smell of white cedar. It was difficult
to do with Thuy and her clean, perfumed smell next
to me.
This very successful church appeared new,
bright and clean. It was open on three sides as one
might expect in this latitude, and the breeze that
moved through from the displaced afternoon heat
of the crowded district put me at ease. The ceiling
was tall and pointed above us. New icons and idols
at the head of the church were lit up with new pink,
blue and purple neon lights and electric signs that

WESTVIEW

51

T he G ood C atholic

spoke in the Vietnamese language of the virtues of
the Catholic Church and its servants.
1 sat still in my seat on the center aisle and
tried to sit straight and calmly. Thuy sat next to
me. but we didn't talk because we didn’t yet share
the language that was due such a formal and rev
erential moment. Then sat Ngoc. and then the Viet
namese wife and the American expatriate down the
pew. I sat on the aisle seat so I could settle with
my long legs stretched in the aisle. Our girls sat
very gracefully as Vietnamese women do. Thuy
and the wife were made up in gaudy colors of lip
stick. base and blush, w ith the affected clothes and
high heels. Thuy smelled very good of both soap
and perfume as she sat erect next to me. The girls
studied cosmetics in the evening. Ngoc also stud
ied English in preparation for her eventual move
to the promised land to be united with her hus
band. 1 was uncertain what these girls did during
their weekdays, for they studied only at night.
Many of the Catholic Vietnamese of the dis
trict came and the church filled and the mass of
devotees spilled out of the open sides of the church
and into the churchyard, so that latecomers sat with
their families on their motorbikes, and so even the
alleys beyond the churchyard walls were packed
w ith people and motorbikes.
The Catholic service began, with speeches by
men and songs by the choir and many amens from
everyone. 1could relax when we weren't standing
or kneeling on the hard boards. I relaxed and
watched the birds fly inside the church, flying in
from the open sides of the church, flying up inside
and around the high ceiling, flying in and out of
the small windows high up and under the ceiling,
perching on the expensive Japanese speakers at
tached high on the walls and to the ceiling and
spreading the word. While my attention was fo
cused on the birds the service continued for the
Vietnamese. Songs were sung in Vietnamese. The
men in green and white gowns led the service,
preaching in Vietnamese. The congregation replied
with the Vietnamese "A-men." At times during the
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service I watched the birds fly, and at times I closed
my eyes and thought of the birds and smiled.
The birds acted much like the American tree
sparrow but were larger. They appeared to be only
just smaller than the bluejay. They behaved like
American tree sparrows or chickadees, but were
the size of grackles and thrushes. I was disap
pointed because I could not place the species of
birds among the birds I knew. They actually acted
more like a cliff swallow or bam swallow, but did
not have the same appearance. They were not bril
liantly colored, but dull and brown like the Ameri
can tree sparrow. They flew inside the church and
I was unsure if they flew in circles through joy or
with anxiety concerning the congregation. Prob
ably the church was their home and they lived in
the ceiling, in the high small windows, maybe even
on the great Christ-on-the-cross on the white wall
at the head of the church. The birds lived at peace
with the than lan lizards, which were possibly the
English gecko, and which clung on sticky, suck
ing fingers to the high walls and ceilings where
they ate mosquitoes that rested and died there. The
than lan must be regarded as our friends because
they ate mosquitoes, but it was difficult to call them
a friend, as it is difficult to call a rat a friend. The
muskrat is a large rat but it was my friend in my
youth on the Mississippi flyway of the American
Midwest, for it was harmless and peaceful and so
quiet in the water. Thoughts of muskrats brought
me around to the swamps I had haunted, and I tried
then to recall the smell of the muskrat swamp, its
compost and carbon gas and stagnant water. But
all I could evoke was the smell of alder flowers
and alder bark. This was unfortunate for I thought
then of the beaver. The muskrat was my friend,
and compared to the muskrat the beaver was just a
crow in a flock of mourning doves.
Of course the body and blood of Christ occu
pied the bulk of the service. During the prepara
tion of the taking of the meal there w as much ban
ter between the green-and-white-robed priest and
the congregation. The flight of the birds became
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more active and I had to disci
pline myself to watch them by
moving only my eyes and keep
ing my head respectfully level
and facing ahead, and not to
watch them by turning my head
back and forth and up and down
and all around.
M any men of the church
came down on the floor with
the wafers in goblets in order
to deliver them to the Vietnam
ese who gathered in lines in the
various aisles. My acquaintan
ces ate the communion nearly
every week. I moved my legs
to let them pass, first Thuy, then
Ngoc, the wife and the expatri
ate. They went back behind to
get in the line forming.
The A m erican expatriate
was a good Catholic from a
well-bred New York Irish fam
ily. Thuy was a new Catholic
who, I was coming to believe,
had converted in part to make
m arriage w ith an A m erican
easier. The Vietnamese wife of
the A m erican had converted
ju st prior to their m arriage,
from the Pure-Land Buddhist
sect common in Vietnam. Ngoc
was from an old Vietnamese
Catholic family that had fled the communists in
the north in 1954. Her family came from Bui Chu,
a Catholic fishing village down river from Hanoi
in the delta of the Red River. In 1954 the French
colonialists surrendered at Dien Bien Phu in the
north and the communists won a great victory, and
many Vietnamese Catholics came to the south for
refuge, and of course their refuge was eventually
sacked.
I attempted to sit respectfully, but was unable
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to keep from watching the Vietnamese women who
were in line in the aisle alongside of me. I watched
as they took the wafers. I noted their customs as
they took the wafers in their palms from the cler
gymen who dispensed of the believers quickly. The
believers then put the wafers in their mouths and
crossed themselves and held their arms crossed in
front of themselves and returned solemnly to their
seats in the pews. They knelt and crossed them
selves yet again and prayed with their clenched
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fists to their forehead.
Looking at the women and men I tried to dis
cern a difference between them, the Catholics, and
the mass of Vietnamese who w eren’t Catholics.
With these Catholics I saw a respectfulness, so
lemnity, and lack of vitality that I did not see in the
street with the everyday, non-Catholic Vietnam
ese. Many of the V ietnam ese girls and young
women were well-dressed, in high-heels and tight
t-shirts and mock American jeans always worn very
tight. The men were dressed very respectfully in
trousers and short-sleeved button-downs, always
white, some with old, wide ties. While the body of
Christ dipped in His blood was being disbursed to
the believers I came to watch a Vietnamese boy
moving among the congregation at the front of the
church. I noticed him as he moved from an aisle
on the far left, where he had received communion,
to the head of the front and center line. He went to
the side of the dapper and short clergyman. This
clergyman was serving up a long line of people,
and I was curious to know how the faithful would
take the boy’s discourteous cutting in line. The boy
pulled on the clergyman’s right sleeve, the hand at
the end of which distributed the wafers. The cler
gyman gave the boy a wafer and went on with the
communion of others.
The boy took the wafer irreverently and did
not put it in his mouth, and quickly came up the
center aisle among the line, towards the new line
alongside me, which was being fed by another,
shorter still but less dapper, churchman some few
paces from me.
Ah, this boy. Now I was on to him, as he stood
alongside this very short clergyman and pulled on
the white sleeve dispensing Christ’s body. The boy
now was more obviously of the very lowest class.
His shirt was soiled, and he was barefoot in soiled
shorts. He was dark-skinned as the very lowest
classes of the Vietnamese were. Dark-of-skin from
uncompromising sunshine and dirt and pollution,
from lack of shelter and water. So he too was a
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beggar.
His methodology I took to be very clever. He
stood alongside the clergyman and pulled the white
sleeve again. The clergyman would not be diverted
from his task and very intently continued handing
out the body of Christ. I looked away then to count
how many clergymen were conducting the com 
munion. There were six goblets with six men dis
pensing the wafers. Good. The boy could conceiv
ably receive six wafers. And if he re-entered the
lines and took communion twice from the same
clergyman? The clergymen appeared to be abso
lutely unconcerned with who actually they were
dispensing to, neither looking into the eyes nor at
the face of the faithful. Each clergyman seriously
from the goblet selected then gave, selected then
gave the wafers.
The boy again pulled the white sleeve and the
clergyman pulled his selective and generous arm
away and took half a step to the side away from
the boy and continued selecting and giving away
to others. With this clergyman the boy was out of
luck. Having tugged thrice at the white sleeve, the
boy left the church, and anyway the communion
was falling apart, the lines dying. The men with
goblets and whatever few wafers were in them re
turned from whence they came.
Someone touched my back and I turned and it
was Thuy with the others. They had gone to a far
line in a side aisle to receive. I got up and stood in
the aisle to let them pass, first the American expa
triate and his wife, then Ngoc. And finally Thuy,
whom I followed into our pew very closely to catch
the scent of perfume and soap which always shad
owed her in the heavy air of Vietnam. She knelt
and did the crossing and praying and I looked at
her from behind. The service continued and I re
turned to my friends the birds and the than lan liz
ards. Soon I went far away to a grove of white
cedars and finally found the smell of damp cedar
fronds decomposing on the earth.

